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Restless Fanatic
Mogens Abraham Sommer
1829-1901
by Thorvald Hansen1
[Author's note: This account of the life and activities of a Danish religious
fanatic who played a significant role in emigration has been prepared on
the basis of materials available in this country. Further items are available
in Denmark, but on the basis of what is known to be available, it is
doubtful that this would make any appreciable difference. To my
knowledge, this is the only English language story of his life. ]
He was, to say the least, a colorful personality. He was a lay
preacher, a radical, a friend of the poor, a homeopathic doctor and
peddler of such medicines, a writer, a photographer, and after a trip
to America, he became an exponent of emigration as a cure for the
social ills of Denmark. He was an habitual wanderer, criss-crossing
Denmark on foot and crossing the Atlantic some twenty times. He
mixed religion and politics, preached to the poor, railed against the
clergy and the church, wrote manuals for the emigrants, encouraged
settlement in the New World, and died in poverty in Denmark. He
was not discouraged by jail terms nor libel suits, both of which made
him even more determined to pursue his course.
Mogens Abraham Sommer was born in Ribe on 4 June 1829. His
father, Abraham Sommer, had been a sailor but now was settled in
Ribe as a customs officer. His mother was a widow with seven
children. His parents were not married at the time of his birth. They
had planned a wedding for September, 1828, but because of the
reservations of a clergyman in Ribe, they could not be married at that
time. Abraham had traveled widely as a sailor, and the clergyman
demanded that the best man take an oath saying that the man who
was to be married did not have a wife in some other country. This the
best man would not do. Sommer's parents, therefore, were not legally
married until 22 January 1830. This incident caused Mogens Sommer
to later remark in an autobiography that "The clergy always enjoy
making life as difficult as possible for people and that they will
continue to do as long as they have the power to do so." 2
Sommer was of Jewish background. In 1642, a Jewish family
headed by one Moses Abraham Schomer migrated from Prussia to
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Bergen, in Norway. Because Norway at that time did not permit the
settlement of Jews, the members of the family were baptized as
Christians. The name was also changed at that time to Mogens
Abraham Sommer, and they continued to live there as merchants.
The grandfather of Mogens, who also bore the name Mogens
Abraham Sommer, spent 25 years in Iceland as a representative of the
King. While there, he met and married a Jewish girl named Sara
Greider. Following the Iceland stay, they came to Copenhagen, where
they remained for seven years. While they were there, four children
were born, the last of whom was Abraham, who became the father of
the Mogens with whom we are here concerned. Abraham, the father
of Mogens, married a widow with seven children by her deceased
husband, and she became the mother of Mogens. Thus, Mogens grew
to maturity with his father, a mother, and seven step-siblings.
As a child, Mogens was sickly, having one health problem after
another, but he managed to live though all of them. On the other
hand, he was well equipped intellectually. As he himself put it, "[I]
was endowed with an unusually good mind and a unique memory." 3
His earliest teacher was his mother, and by the time he was five years
old, he had learned by heart the contents of an ABC book and
Luther's Catechism. At an early age, he was enrolled in school, and
he quickly advanced in various institutions of learning. By 1838, he
was enrolled in a private school. Here he did very well in languages
and mathematics in spite of the fact he had little time to pursue his
studies. Of his childhood he writes, "Life was very difficult for me.
We had two cows and more than twenty sheep which I must tend." 4
He was also the town messenger and often had deliver messages in
the surrounding countryside. Both mother and child had high hopes
for the future of the boy. His mother dreamed of his becoming a
pastor, but his father was opposed to it, saying, "He will never
become such if I have anything to say about it. Pastors have a soul
which is as black as their robe, but an intellect as bright as the ruff
they wear about their necks." 5 There is ample evidence that Mogens
was most strongly attached to his mother, and when she died in 1841,
he could no longer look upon the home as the place where he
belonged. After his father remarried, matters became even worse for
the thirteen year old boy. According to his later accounts, the boy was
often hungry, and his deepest wish was that he could soon get away
from that home. Reading in the Bible was the only way in which he
could find consolation.
He was confirmed in 1844, but the
confirmation instruction had made no impression upon him.
17

In May of 1844, he was apprenticed to a master cabinet maker in
Haderslev, a city in southern Jutland. This proved to be an even
worse situation than the home life had been. The work was difficult,
and he had to endure it from early morning to late at night. The food
was poor, and he had little free time, though he did gain permission
to attend church on Sunday mornings. While he was apprenticed to
the cabinet maker, he sustained an injury, and he was confined to a
small room under the roof. Finally, a German physician heard of him
and took it upon himself to help Mogens. Under his care, the boy
soon recovered. Accounts vary as to why he left Haderslev in the
winter of 1845. Some sources say it was because of a visit to his
father, and others say it was because the cabinet maker went
bankrupt. In any case, his father, who now lived in Varde, near the
west coast of Jutland, would have nothing more to do with him and
turned Mogens away. Again he returned to Ribe, where he became
apprenticed to a tailor named Niels Peter Forup. Here he was to
receive room and board during his period of apprenticeship.
Forup and his pupil got along well, and within a year, Mogens
had learned all that he could in such a workplace, and the tailor could
entrust him with almost any tailoring task. They worked long hours
in the establishment. Eighteen hours a day was not unusual, and
often it was longer than that. But all was not work at the tailor shop.
Forup could play the violin and was in demand to play on festive
occasions. He often took Mogens with him, which the boy enjoyed
very much. He enjoyed dancing all night long, after which he went
home, changed his clothes, and was ready for work.
With the coming of the war with Germany in 1848, people forgot
about having clothes sewed, and the shop had little business. The
master tailor and his pupil decided the pupil had had enough
instruction. Mogens was permitted to sew a piece of clothing which
would certify that he was now a journeyman tailor. For three months
during 1848, Mogens served with other volunteers in Ribe until they
could be relieved by the regular army. Mogens then travelled, on foot
as he had always done, to Nyborg, on the east coast of the island of
Funen. There his half-brother had a tailoring establishment. He
arrived there in July of 1848 and worked in that place until August,
1849. At Nyborg, he became acquainted with a number of people
who frequented revival meetings and the pietistic godly assemblies.
For a brief period in 1849, he was in Copenhagen, but he quickly
returned to Nyborg that October to attend a funeral. Back in Nyborg,
he continued his search for peace and salvation by attending
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numerous churches and godly assemblies. He appears to have found
peace for his restless soul at Easter time in 1850, either in reading a
sermon or hearing it at one of the godly assemblies he frequented.
Whether attributed to that or not, it is from about this time his
conversion took place. He claims, though it was two a.m., "It became
bright in my room as the clearest day and I saw Christ as crucified
before my eyes."6
Reading always appealed to Sommer, but his work as a
journeyman tailor prevented him from reading a great deal.
Suddenly, an opportunity arose to become the office worker at the toll
office in Nyborg. This meant more free time and the indulgence in the
pleasure of reading. Reading did not interfere with his work, and his
employer was satisfied with his performance. Sommer decided at this
time that his reading should be directed to a definite end, and in this
case, he decided to read the necessary books to prepare himself for
teaching.
In addition to preparing himself for the teaching
examination, he spent a good deal of time reading and studying the
science of medicine. In this connection, he came into contact with and
became an advocate of homeopathy, which had not yet come far in
Denmark.
Homeopathy was first used by a German physician in 1796. It is
based on the view that diseases can be cured by the use of drugs that
can produce in a heathy individual the same effects as those that are
symptoms of the disease. It is also believed by its practioners that
small doses of a drug are more effective than large doses. 7 In the
United States, homeopathic medicine was first used early in the
nineteenth century. Today, it is rejected by most doctors, but it is still
being practiced to some extent. Mogens Sommer became an early
advocate of homeopathy in Denmark. It became his custom to get
druggists who were friendly to him to make up many doses of the
medicines, and he would then prescribe and generally give the
medicine to the person who was ill. The results he experienced were
quite miraculous. Later, he made extensive use of homeopathy in
America. In fact, in 1887, he published a small tract on the subject
called Bliv din egen Izge (Be your own doctor). It bore the subtitle,
"The most important homeopathic medical substances."8 It was
published in Illinois by Sommer, whose name was followed by the
designation used by physicians, M. D.
In the Fall of 1852, Sommer was able to apply for and obtain a
position in the church school at R0rvig, on the northern tip of Zealand.
Here he would serve as deacon, lead the singing and, as assistant
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teacher, preside over the education of eighty children. R0rvig was an
annex congregation, and it so happened that there was much snow
that winter, which prevented the regular pastor from being present.
Sommer thus led the service for seven weeks and, instead of reading a
sermon, as he had been directed to do, he preached. The church
attendance soared to the extent that there was barely room for all.
When the pastor was able to return, he sought to have Sommer
dismissed at once for the offense of taking upon himself the
preaching of the Gospel, but the parishioners opposed this move. But
differences between Sommer and the pastor widened, and it finally
became necessary for the young teacher to seek work elsewhere. A
reconciliation of sorts was effected, however, and Sommer reports in a
letter that he actually had discussed with the parish pastor where he
might find a new position.
He did find a new position at a small school in Zealand, but his
stay there was short, and little is known about it. Meanwhile,
Sommer sought to obtain a position in the school at Haderslev.
Having lived and worked there as a tailor some years previously,
Sommer was familiar with that community. It was a happy day for
him when he learned that he was among those chosen to teach there.
He soon won the confidence of the schoolchildren and their parents.
Not only so, but Haderslev lay in the duchy of Schleswig, and
circumstances there made it difficult for the pastors to gain the
confidence of their people. They, therefore, supported his work in the
school and also his work with the godly assemblies. Within a short
time after his arrival at Haderslev, Sommer added to his work the sale
of religious books. As if this were not enough, he began to study
more intently homeopathic medicine. Through this study he had the
good fortune of being able to aid some of his students and thus was
able to gain the trust of their parents. Within a year, Sommer's work,
not only in the school but in the godly assemblies, had spread
throughout the community and into the surrounding countryside.
In connection with his evangelistic efforts, Sommer gathered
together and published a little collection of hymns in 1855. It was
called Psalmer og Sange (Psalms and songs). It contained some fifty
songs, and 1,000 copies were printed. Ten of these songs were written
by Grundtvig, four by Kingo, some fifteen by Brorson, four by
Ingemann and the others by various hymn writers.9
During the time he was at Haderslev, he had occasion to travel to
another town some miles away where a young man lay desperately
ill, both in body and soul. Sommer at once gave this matter his full
20

attention. Because he had an unusual knack for pastoral care and the
practice of medicine, within a few days he was able to attain
astonishing results. He then traveled to Hamburg, in Germany, and
there learned of the young man's sister, who lived in a nearby town.
She was a widow who had fallen in difficult financial straits and was
quite ill. Sommer was able to help with her physical condition and, by
appealing to others for funds, he was able to alleviate her acute
poverty. As a biographer writes, "There is no doubt that Sommer
throughout his lifetime really was what he later publicized himself as
being, 'A friend of the poor and the downtrodden."' 10
Early in his career in the assemblies, Sommer had tended toward
an older Grundtvigianism in which the view of the Bible could easily
be reconciled with that held by the assemblies. Likewise, a strong
emphasis upon the sacraments had not yet become a prominent
feature of the Grundtvigian movement. However, as time went on,
Sommer was more and more influenced by 50ren Kierkegaard's
criticism of the church, and he eventually broke with the
Grundtvigians. Within a rather short time, he came into conflict with
the leadership of the church in Haderslev, and it became obvious to
Sommer that he could not continue there. He, therefore, resigned his
position as teacher and became a free-lance evangelist. Of his work in
Haderslev, Sommer writes,
In the three years between 1 November 1853 and 17
November 1856 I had conducted 1500 assemblies in
Haderslev and the surrounding territory and have
tended to several hundred sick persons, always with
a restoration of good health. 11
While at Haderslev, Sommer had taken a wife. On 21 May 1854,
he was united in marriage to Rasmine Nielsen, who was somewhat
older than he. When he left Haderslev, they moved to Vejle and there
he lived with his wife and mother-in-law. However, Sommer was not
at home much of the time, and this address simply became a
headquarters while he took up traveling about as an evangelist. Of
this, he writes,
It was a difficult task I took upon myself, with a sack
of books upon my shoulders and another with a
change of clothing, to travel from town to town, farm
to farm and house to house and to offer scriptures for
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sale, to rent places in which to hold meetings and live
in rented rooms or be a guest somewhere, to be
looked upon unkindly everywhere, be shouted at by
boys with ridicule, and not so seldom to have stones
thrown at one.12
And again,
There were many who sought for me to come, but
when they heard the truth about what it meant to
pray to God in spirit and truth instead of praying to
Luther or Grundtvig, they fell away.1 3
While he was thus engaged, Sommer held meetings in numerous
cities and towns in the central part of the Jutland peninsula. It was
also during this time that his father died in Ribe, where he had
continued to live. The relationship between Sommer and his father
had not been good, especially since the father's second marriage.
Nevertheless, Sommer spoke at his father's funeral. In that talk, he let
it be known that the elder Sommer had become interested in salvation
and his son's preaching.
It was during this time also that he became acquainted with
Pastor G. A. Lammers. Lammers had been born in Copenhagen but
had spent most of his life in Norway and had a
church at Skien. He had been impressed by the
awakening movement in Denmark and became
a confirmed pietist for the rest of his life. He
met and befriended Sommer in Copenhagen
and invited him to come to Norway. While
Sommer was there, he was ordained by
Lammers on September 17, 1858.14
He
proclaimed Sommer as the leader of
congregations he had founded in Denmark.
Lammers, dissatisfied with some of the actions
Sommer ca. 1857
of Sommer, later broke with him.
In the summer of 1859, his wife of less than five years was driven
out by Sommer. They were never divorced; he simply dismissed her.
One who had been a best friend of Sommer was certain that the
break-up of the marriage was the fault of Sommer alone. Just when
he took to living with another woman cannot be established because
they were never married. Her name was Johanne Bartoline Ludders,
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and she was born in 1833. She and Sommer had four children
together. The oldest, a daughter Johanne, was born in Copenhagen.
The next was a son, Mogens, then came a son, Peter, and finally a
daughter, Sara. The full name of the first son reflects the father's
interest in Kierkegaard. He was called Mogens Abraham S0ren
Aabye Kierkegaard Sommer. The father apparently expected the boy
to become a preacher and follower of Kierkegaard, but in this he
would have been disappointed. The boy grew up to become a
fisherman and a farmer.
Sommer had long speculated on the idea· of traveling to America,
but it was not until the spring of 1861 that he made the first of many
trips. At the time of his death in 1901 it was said of him that he had
crossed the Atlantic some twenty times. Where the means for such
extensive travel came from is not at all certain. We do know,
however, that in at least some instances he was granted passage as the
ship doctor. In other cases, he may have gained passage as the leader
of a group of immigrants. The first trip did not last long and was not
very successful. He spent much of his time passing out religious
tracts to those called to service in the Civil War, which was then
raging in America. By July, he was back in Denmark.
By 1864 Sommer had established an emigration agency in
Copenhagen. He was not only a gifted speaker, but he had an eye for
business. Kristian Hvidt reports that between January and April of
1865, Sommer conducted 134 meetings where, among other things,
"At one and the same time he equally served God, his political career,
the sale of books, and the emigration business." 15 He understood the
social situation in his native land and could see that there was not
enough land for all and that the cities could not provide work for
everyone. Therefore, many would find it necessary to emigrate and,
accordingly, he became a factor in that process. As her wrote in
Emigranten, a monthly which he edited,
I hope that every sober-minded person will admit
that it is right and good to emigrate to America,
especially for the working class, and that the national
government or the city should aid all who are of
limited means (and who desire to leave) as best they
can, so that things could be better here for those who
remain.16
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He also cited other elements that tended toward repression of the
people. Among these was the revised constitution of 1866, the
military requirement for young men, the direct tax required between
1864 and 1872, and the authority exercised by pastors over their
membership.
Just where Sommer made his home while he was traveling back
and forth to America is not
certain. There is no evidence to
indicate that he spent much time
with his family. A large part of
his time between 1877 until well
into the 1890's was spent in
America. The bulk of Sommer' s
activity among the immigrants
appears to have been in such
places
as
Illinois,
Iowa,
Wisconsin,
Minnesota,
and
Nebraska. We do know that,
after his first trip to the States, he
returned to Copenhagen where
Sommer' s journal,
he found employment with a
The Pilgrim
photographer and learned that profession. Then, by the next summer,
he was off to America again! This time, he stayed at the home of one
Nels Nelson in Norway, Illinois. Here he served as a homeopathic
doctor for fifteen weeks, and he recounts that no less than 120 patients
were cured by him. The next year saw Sommer in Philadelphia,
where he spent twenty-two weeks. Of this experience, he has written:
"This was the happiest and most blessed period I have experienced in
my life." 17 Sommer's restless nature is revealed in his many trips to
and from America. ·"When he was at home (in Denmark), he longed
to be across the ocean in the free land, but when he had been there for
a time, he longed to be back in Denmark." 18
In 1884 he was in Omaha where he met Mark Hansen, the editor
of Den Danske Pioneer. Hansen provided lodging and meals for him
and then gave him a railroad ticket to Grand Island, Nebraska. He
arrived there in April and later traveled to Kearney, Nebraska. Here,
at Frederiksborg, in Kearney County, friends built a little house for
him. He stayed there for more than two years, preaching at various
places on Sundays. Here he raised chickens and had a garden to care
for.
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In 1887 he took an examination and was awarded a diploma as an
Electro Homeopathic Doctor. The next year, he earned a certificate
from the State Board of Health for the practice of medicine in Illinois. 19
Previous to the family's corning to America, Sommer had taken out
citizenship papers. Whether he actually became a citizen is not
known, but it appears unlikely.
The mother and the children traveled to the United States in 1882
and remained there. The oldest child, Johanne, later lived in
California, Peter and Sara lived with their mother in Louisana, and
Mogens, the oldest son, lived in Tilamook County, Oregon. He was
the only one of the four who was married at the time of his father's
death in 1901. Letters from him, which are cited in Emil Larsen's
biographical sketch, indicate that, though his father had designated
him as heir, he was not able to inherit because his parents had never
married. The only ones who could legally inherit anything were the
children of his half-siblings, i.e. the children of his father's lawful wife
of the Haderslev days, and from whom the elder Sommer had never
been divorced. 20
In his various trips, Sommer probably spent a total of fourteen
years in the United States. Some stays were longer than others, and
he did not always come to the same place. He traveled around a
great deal and met many people, as well as becoming acquainted
with many different circumstances.
Sommer made a brief exercursion into Danish politics in 1869 and
the early 1870's. He was nominated by some districts in northern
Jutland for membership in the Parliament. "But, even though, as
always, he gave the impression that he had made a serious impact,
and certainly could have been elected, his words had nothing to do
with reality." 21
In Denmark in the early 1870's, Mogens Sommer became
involved with Louis Pio, the Danish Socialist. Sommer spent the
winter of 1871-72 in Copenhagen and it was apparently at that time he
made connections with Pio. Sommer was present and gave talks at all
the worker's meetings. He promoted a hare-brained scheme for
solving the problem of the poor in Denmark. He began to publish a
periodical called, Morgenreden (Sunrise), in which all new laws would
be printed. According to his plan, which he sought to promote by
contacting high officials in the government, every Dane between the
ages of fifteen and fifty would be required to subscribe to his
periodical. If they all subscribed, the income would be so great that
within five years the poverty tax could be eliminated.
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His brief flirtation with socialism was of a piece with his
preaching on behalf of the poor. He preached "the message of love of
neighbor to the workers in Copenhagen at the same time that he
turned the working classes against the
state church and its reactionary clergy." 22
The efforts of Sommer on behalf of
the socialist cause were not of long
duration. He was publicly excluded from
the socialist movement in January of 1872,
apparently because he had stated things
about the "Internationale" that were not
true and he had warned against that
world-wide worker's movement.
Sommer considered himself a disciple
of Kierkegaard. He named his oldest son
after him in the expectation that he would
follow in Kiekegaard's footsteps. He even
borrowed the title of one of Kierkegaard's
Sommer ca. 1868
books, Stadier paa Livets Vej (Stages on life's journey), as the title for
his autobiography, though Kierkegaard did not mean the same by
"stages" as did Sommer. He also borrowed freely from other titles of
Kierkegaard's works for his tracts and other publications. But, in spite
of his admiration for Kierkegaard, whom he saw was like himself, an
opponent of the existing church, it is doubtful that he understood
much of what he read. AB Sommer's biographer writes:
Much of Kierkegaard's authorship was not
understood by Sommer, and he did not possess the
necessary background to do so. Logic and clear
thinking were not Sommer's strong points. But he
did understand the lonely man's revolt against
church officials
[H]e also understood
Kierkegaard's furious raging against a state
institution ... that assured pastors a good living. 23
Throughout the course of his travels and preaching in Denmark,
Sommer was often arrested and given a jail sentence. He welcomed
the feelings of martyrdom which this gave him. He also made use of
the time by writing various things. For example, early in January of
1867, he was sentenced to a jail term of three months for a tract
concerning the burial of an official of the church. That term was later
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lengthened to six months because of his writing against the king and
the royal family on that occasion. Within a week of his release, he was
enroute to England with a company of some fifty emigrants.
Sommer was a prolific writer. He is responsible for well over fifty
publications of one kind or another. However, most of his writings
were short - and short-lived. Generally, they were twelve to sixteen
pages in length. Many of them were religious tracts, setting forth
Sommer's pietistic concepts of religion. Some were attacks on the
church or the clergy or both. His writings did involve more than
religious tracts, however. On several different occasions, he began
publication of a periodical, but such did not last more than a few
months at best. The lack of subscribers or, in cases of free distribution,
the lack of financial means to continue, contributed to their short life.
He wrote a guide for emigrants and, as previously mentioned, he
published a booklet on homeopathic medicine. Several collections of
hymns for use in the godly assemblies came from Sommer's hand.
Some of his writings Sommer produced while he was serving a jail
sentence. Thus, the foreword to the third edition of his autobiography
was written while he was jailed at 5-Eby, in northern Jutland. Another
publication was a pleading in a case against him at Aalborg. Though
he wrote much, none of the things he wrote had any lasting merit. As
his biographer says, "He has not published a single piece of writing
that would be read today if it was printed anew." 24
How shall we, who live more than a hundred years later,
characterize Sommer and evaluate his life and work? We cannot
summarily dismiss him because a close look will show that he had an
impact on hundreds, yes, thousands of lives. He made a difference in
their religious lives through his preaching; he influenced their
economic and social lives through his enthusiasm for emigration.
There can be little question but that, in the area of religion, he was
a fanatic. Some have called him, purely and simply, a liar. While his
friends do not go quite that far, one of them, Pastor Johannes Fibiger,
says of Sommer that he lived, "So completely in his uncontrolled
phantasy that he, so to speak, always operated in the borderline
between falsehood and truth, without himself being able to give an
explanation for which is which." 25 He was one of those individuals
who are possessed of a superiority complex. "He believed himself to
have such ability and genius that he could speak with authority in all
things." 26 He was extremely self-centered. "He is always the hero
who gets the better of others." 27

27

Mogens Abraham Sommer was an opportunist. Time and again
he intruded himself into situations where he saw a gain for himself or
his cause. From taking upon himself the responsibility for preaching
while he served as a teacher in Rervig, to becoming involved with
immigrants in America, opportunism was a major factor.
Exaggeration was a staple of his speaking and writing. His
carelessness bordered on arrogance. He spoke and wrote as if he
could make no mistake. He was not concerned with whether or not
something was correct or an authorirty could be cited. Proofreading
was not among his concerns; this was left to the reader.
Sommer seldom speaks about his family. There is no indication
that he ever spent much time with them or that he ever carried on
any correspondence with them. This was as true of the woman with
whom he had four children, and who moved to America, as it was of
his lawful wife. Those women and the children seem to have been of
no importance to him. There is evidence that when he lay near death
in Aalborg, he did write to his eldest son in Oregon. In a letter dated
January 20, 1901, a letter that arrived after his father had died, the son
replied, telling of his wife, his family and his work, and suggesting
that his father use his meager resources for his own care and comfort.
Mogen Abraham Sommer died in Aalborg on February 5, 1901, at
the age of 70. Funeral services were held from the home where he
had died four days earlier. In line with his wishes, the body was not
taken to any church, and no minister officiated. A friend read from
the fifteenth chapter of I Corinthians. The ceremony was concluded
by praying the Lord's Prayer and singing of a verse which Sommer
had used to close his meetings, "Klokken slar, tiden gar, evigheden
forestar," (the bell tolls, time passes, eternity lies ahead). The restless
fanatic would wander no more.
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